This exploratory study analyzes the collaborative efforts between two small and medium enterprises (SMEs) 
Introduction
In the traditional context of interorganizational relationship (IOR), the focus is usually on the challenges encountered by the partners with a special attention paid to the structures they put in place, the processes they perform, the technologies they use to gain some of the advantages of IOR, and how those advantages outweigh the disadvantages. In other words, most research on IOR generally relies on transactional, structural, and technical interfaces shared by the partners [1, 2] without a real concern about the dynamics and the processes by which jointly profit generation is realized [3] . However, in a context characterized by an increased complexity and a growing use of information technology (IT) [4, 5] , IORs are successful when innovative and collaborative firms avoid the trap of overlaying new processes on existing structures [6] . Indeed, it is shown that formal structures alone are insufficient to ensure success in an interorganizational context [7, 8] . Identifying and understanding the appropriate mechanisms for balancing tensions between autonomy and synergy between the partners is still an understudied topic in the information systems (IS) literature [9, 10] .
The IS literature suggests that open IT standards and universal applications-based knowledge generated in the context of traditional IORs, such as electronic data interchange (EDI) or supply chain management, is generally insufficient for the study of this phenomenon in the 21 st century [7, 11] . Thus, this research aims at understanding how each relationship is built, developed, and maintained by business partners, and what mechanisms are privileged in order to make those IORs as beneficial as initially planned. Croteau et al. (2008) posit that business partners need to have well-aligned mechanisms for processing information between their firms. Not only do they need to agree on the information that should be shared, they also have to coordinate the mechanisms to implement the process of sharing information. In order to realize the objectives pursued by the partners, specific efforts in managing and organizing firm resources through an adequate coordination process must be implemented [10, 12] .
Nevertheless, despite the interest of extant studies on IOR, less is known about the mechanisms that trigger and affect the contextualized efforts during an interorganizational collaborative process [7, 13] . Moreover, when partners are not bound by hierarchy and authority-based relationships, it becomes even more difficult to understand the nature of their exchange [5, 9] . The same complexity applies to the specific mechanisms by which business partners align with each other to improve their processes, to adopt more sophisticated practices, and to share pertinent information [14, 15] .
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Proceedings of the 50th Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences | 2017 URI: http://hdl.handle.net/10125/41830 ISBN: 978-0-9981331-0-2 CC-BY-NC-ND This exploratory study adopts a perspective that takes into consideration how internal processes of each business partner at different levels of analysis shape each other [16, 17] . More specifically, it aims at identifying the specific mechanisms at work and providing a better understanding of the recursive nature of the structures and social dimensions involved in the IOR context [18] . To do so, we explore an IOR process by using the concept of asset orchestration mechanisms [19, 20] . Derived from an extended resource-based view (RBV), this concept proposes a specific terminology about managing and coordinating firm resources and addresses the complexity of interorganizational knowledge sharing [5, 6] .
The concept of asset orchestration mechanisms highlights more clearly how each business partner adapts and transforms its basic resources (surface structures -i.e. shared strategic vision and artefacts) into more complex and sophisticated resources (deep structures -i.e. shared processes and practices) in order to build and maintain a successful IOR with the other partners [21, 22] .
Based on the above argumentation, we propose the following research question:
How do asset orchestration mechanisms interact to enable an interorganizational relationships process between the involved partners? Drawing on the IOR literature, this study proposes a conceptual framework that suggests that the surface structures and the deep structures of the IOR process are connected by three specific mechanisms: allocating resources, structuring resources and coordinating resources. These mechanisms derived from the asset orchestration concept do not just have to adapt to each other [19] , they also provide more coordination efficacy through formal and informal structures [9] , which is often achieved through necessary tradeoffs agreed among business partners [10] .
To validate our framework, we assess the IOR process of a small and medium enterprise (SME) specialized in web surveys and interactive voice response services. We examine how the firm's IOR process, structures, and activities aligned and integrated with those of their main business partner by using the lens of the asset orchestration concept.
Resulting from an effort of mechanism-based theorizing [28] , the main contribution of this exploratory study is to provide a valid conceptual tool for better understanding an IOR process in a context of collaborative exchanges [4] .
Theoretical background

Interorganizational relationships processes
The development of IORs is itself an important strategic decision [23, 24] . Organizations consider having successful relationships with other firms when they can tap into new resources, reach economies of scale, share risks and costs, or gain access to a foreign market.
IORs are made of transactions, flows, and linkages that occur over a relatively long period of time between at least two organizations [25] . Firms create IORs in order to achieve goals that each firm would otherwise not easily be able to attain when acting alone [26] . As such, IORs allow firms to combine resources and share knowledge and risks, optimize assets use, increase market power, maximize their ability to offer attractive products and services, or capitalize on opportunities for organizational learning [8] .
With or without technology-based activities, those advantages are often not visible or definable at the beginning of the relationship [24, 27] . However, the decision to undertake these relationships is often based on multiple factors or contingencies where business partners will often weigh the pros and cons of each relationship, and each firm will have its own ultimate deciding factors that lead to the start of the relationship [25] .
Most theories on IORs are either based on an economic rationale or on a behavioral perspective [8] . Those that fall under the economic rationale are the transaction cost economics, the resource dependency and strategic choice, whereas the stakeholder theory, learning theory and institutional theory are based on the behavioral school of thought. Each of these theories has several streams of research that provide a piece of the puzzle when it comes to deciphering the why's and how's of IORs.
We notice however that the studies on IORs are often organized around the advantages of IORs. They also look at how business partners mitigate emerging relationship problems through the structures they put in place, the processes they perform, or the technologies they use. Yet, a number of challenges hinder the achievement of successful [8] . These are, just to name a few, the loss of proprietary information, difficulties to manage financial and organizational risks, the increased risk of becoming dependent on a partner, the partial loss of decision autonomy, the potential culture clash and the loss of organizational flexibility. These difficulties are all potential worries that need to be carefully planned for at the outset of any IOR [8] . Therefore, in addition to the need of understanding how these elements can be organized in each firm as well as between them [9, 10] , IOR maintenance requires careful planning of future contingencies and changing factors as well as mechanisms that adapt to the changes in the relationship itself [19, 28] .
Deep structures
Organizational structures in a formal arrangement do not always guarantee better performance [29] . In an interorganizational context, these structures may be configured in different ways [1] . The IOR literature shows that relationships in an interorganizational context have been studied from two main perspectives: 1) complementarity and 2) recursivity.
The complementarity perspective adopts a linear study of the IORs process [7] and researchers in this line of thought usually focus on the description of resources, transactions, and structures [11] . Even if a number of studies focus on contingencies and systems integration [30, 31] , collaborative structures [1, 15] , or on the maturity state of the IORs [32, 33] , these studies have two aspects in common. Firstly, they do not clearly identify the mechanisms that underlie the realized processes. Secondly, they underscore a dominant evolution mode of organizational changes that can be illustrated through linear mechanisms such as variation, selection, and retention [16] .
Thus, this line of research is preoccupied with what is called surface structures [34] , which can be defined in an IOR context as a set of organizational decisions and processes that facilitate the exchanges between both partners. Surface structures contain two main components which are the different IT-artefacts that are compatible in terms of requirements such as data and communication protocols, as well as a the shared vision about the required interfaces to collaborate [2] . We consider that the complementary perspective corresponds to the first level of the IOR process where the decisions are made through shared visions and that the processes are implemented with the help of shared IT-artefacts.
The recusivity perspective focuses on in-depth analyses of the structures at all levels of the IOR process with a particular attention to the challenges related to the processes of sharing knowledge and distribution of power and sharing practices between partners [13, 35] . Thus, the authors of these studies concentrate their attention on what is called deep structures, which are defined as "continually recurring processes and patterns that underlie and guide surface, observable events and actions" [18] (p.758). The contributions of these studies are: 1) the identification of the structures that trigger and affect the contextualized efforts during an interorganizational collaborative process and that are materialized thanks to the social relations; and 2) the shared practices and values that are put in place.
The recursivity perspective is preoccupied with the study of the recursive nature that characterizes interaction among the deep structures but does not specifically analyze the relational mechanisms with the surface structures that are required to make an IOR process successful.
The complementarity perspective does not cover the entire IOR process either, since it does not take into consideration the core beliefs, values, and daily practices necessary to the IOR process. This perspective does not explain how the deeper surfaces interrelate with the surface structures [34, 36] .
Therefore, a different lens than those two perspectives is required to better understand how a successful IOR happens, and most importantly how surface and deeper surfaces relate to each other. Unfortunately, these two perspectives do not capture the heavy commitment that is required from all business partners involved as well as the underexplored mechanisms required in the (re)definition of the concerned processes and practices [12, 37] .
Asset orchestration mechanisms
In an IOR context, we found that an important number of studies focus more on content and technological fit rather than how the firms concretely orchestrate their resources and capabilities [20] , organize their respective activities to produce outcomes [10] , or make the required efforts to improve their social interactions [18] . This stream of the literature does not explain how deep structures (i.e. processes and practices) interrelate with surface structures (i.e. shared IT artefacts and vision) [2, 7] .
Despite the interest in analyzing the antecedents, impacts, and consequences of the adopted systems and technologies in an IOR context [11] , identification of the mechanisms used in an IOR process is now an additional criterion to be considered by IOR researchers [4, 24] . In this regard, the usefulness of the asset orchestration concept is pertinent because it helps in explicitly addressing how managerial actions can contribute to adapt and change the organizational structures and resources required between two partners engaged in an economic activity [19] .
Asset orchestration is a dynamic approach that goes beyond the classic value, rarity, inimitability, and non-substitutability characteristics of the classic resource based-view (RBV) [12, 37] . Thus, asset orchestration mechanisms in an IOR context are defined as "shared capabilities and organizational routines that can enable firms to access the resources and capabilities of other partners […] to permit transfer, recombination and/or creation of knowledge" [19] (p. 69). As such, the attention is redirected on the "underexplored processes (i.e., the "black box") that lie between resources" to explain how these resources can be managed by both partners to create superior value [12] (p. 288).
The asset orchestration concept provides a practical perspective to delve into the deeper structures of the IOR process in many ways. First, it offers a dynamic framework to study a processual and complex phenomenon that is constantly evolving [11] , within which partners coexist and share knowledge [14] , and coevolve in a network mode characterized by a system-level goal [5] . Second, it enables a more accurate identification of the mechanisms at work, by allocating, structuring, and coordinating resources at different levels of action [19, 20] . Third, it underscores the importance of relational capabilities for the success of the IOR process [3, 7] . Thus, asset orchestration approach fosters better components identification as well as a greater understanding of the realized process by highlighting how the deeper shared processes and practices interrelate with the most tangible resources that lie beneath the surface, such as shared artefacts and vision [34, 36] .
Conceptual framework
Two of the critical goals in an IOR context are first, to enable the process of sharing each partner's IT assets and identify a common business vision, and second, to translate these commonalities into shared processes and practices. In this regard, a process perspective provides a better understanding of the sequence of events as well as the specific mechanisms of the IOR process [16, 17] .
Following the above line of thought, we propose that an IOR process implies on the one hand, that interorganizational collaborative efforts work well across organizational boundaries between business partners based on shared vision and IT artefacts. On the other hand, we posit that social interaction mechanisms fostering sharing knowledge about processes and practices that may emerge between decision makers, IT professionals, and users, should help in realizing an effective IOR.
This study aims at assessing how the reified structures and social dimensions of the IOR process affect each other. Specifically, social interactions can be illustrated as deep structures, recurring processes that lie under the surface structures [18] . The concept of deep structures is essential to a better understanding of the different levels of social systems [38] . Any organizational change, such as IOR will affect these patterns (i.e. processes and practices) and principles of interaction by imposing new and different set of rules and practices [38] .
The changing business ecosystems and the advent of more open forms of collaboration [24] as well as an emerging concern about the practical usefulness of this research, encourages us to engage in a theorizing effort [39] based on a mechanism-based theorizing approach [4, 28] . Anchored in an open and network mode [5] , the proposed conceptual framework illustrates an IOR process as a means to connect tangible resources (IT artefacts and vision) with intangible ones (processes and practices) through asset orchestration mechanisms that transform basic resources into more complex resources and activities [22] .
In addition, the proposed conceptualization is based on the premise that asset orchestration mechanisms are distinguished by the different functions they fulfill at different levels of the firm activities [12, 19] . As such, the identified allocating, structuring and coordinating mechanisms are based on cross-organizational boundaries knowledge sharing [14] . Moreover, due to the increasing information complexity at the organizational boundaries and the growing IT use between partners in an IOR context [5] , we suggest that implementing the three mechanisms will result in an added value for the involved partners, especially with regard to their IT use.
An allocating resources mechanism is defined as the set of activities for using technological, financial, material and/or human resources in order to build value inside the firms and/or between partners [19, 40] . A structuring resources mechanism is related to grouping and assembling particular constellations of technological, financial, material and/or human resources inside the firms and/or between partners [19, 20] . Finally, a coordinating resources mechanism refers to "managerial activities supporting assembling and reassembling firms complementary and co-specialized resources [19] (p. 25) […] It also involves communication routines that allow to disseminate information and/or warn conflict between partners" (p. 73). In this line of thought, the IOR process reflects the progression of the jointly profit and the organizational cross-boundary mechanisms that are not bound by hierarchical and authority based relationships [5] .
In addition to these specific mechanisms, we distinguish two categories of structures required to achieve an IOR process. First, the surface structures that are shaped in an evolutionary mode of change based on the variation, selection and retention processes [16] , and where the partners' IT artefacts and vision are abandoned, modified or merged [31] in a mainly linear approach.
Figure 1. Conceptual framework
Second, the deep structures, which represent processes and practices that result from social and relational capabilities via recursive mechanisms of knowledge sharing [7, 16] . In other words, these structures reveal "a set of routines based on product technologies, process technologies, or broader business innovations as well as managerial activities" [14] (pp. 945-946) at different levels of interactions and managerial actions [5, 20] . Based on the above arguments, we suggest that the successful completion of an IOR process will be obtain from the continual adjustment between the surface and the deeper structures, through allocating, structuring and coordinating mechanisms.
Methodology
Adopting Siggelkow's (2007) view, the proposed framework (Figure 1 ) is the combined result of a conceptualization exercise as well as an empirical exposure, and is set to explore the specific mechanisms that are required to offer a better understanding of the complex phenomenon of an IOR. In this context, collaborating organizations are best outlined in a process of theorization that takes into consideration how decisions and actions at different levels of analysis shape each other [16, 17] . To do so, we adopt a qualitative research approach by using a single-case study method. This methodology is appropriate because it emphasizes the social construction as well as it reveals how our theorization operates in a particular context [41] .
Theoretical sampling in case selection offers a number of advantages concerning the potential for discovery [42] , the assessment of the framework internal logic as well as its usefulness in practice [21, 39] . In this regard, the selected case for this study had to provide particular conceptual insights about the asset orchestration mechanisms [43] as well as it had to support "causal" explanation approach of the IORs process [34, 42] .
Respecting these criteria, the selected case was a Canadian SME that we will call CallCenter for reasons of confidentiality. Founded in 1999, the firm, a call center, offers specialized survey services, and other tailor-made automated solutions for marketing and commercial research applications to other enterprises.
As an efficient way to gather rich empirical insights about the asset orchestration mechanisms dynamics in an IOR context [41] , data were collected through semi-structured interviews that have been conducted with the owner-manager and the IT manager. Those two key-informants were met individually at four different times over a period of eight months for initial, complement, and validation interviews, for a total of about five hours. Transcriptions as well as the subsequent codification phase have been supported by NVivo software.
Adopting an abductive logic (inference to an explanation) [41] , our analysis sought to identify the emerging asset orchestration mechanisms implemented by CallCenter to support its relationships with its main business partner ISSupplier (CallCenter's IS services supplier) as well as the dimensions of the surface and deep structures of the IOR. This was done by following a process analysis approach [21, 34] , which relies on the sequencing of specific and cumulative mechanisms [4, 17] .
Case description
Originally founded in an institutional context of a private Canadian college in 1999, CallCenter's activities were initially dedicated to support the practical component of an education program concerning customer service, through the exploitation of a training outbound call center. In 2003, this division of the institution was the object of an ownership transfer that has gradually led to a reorientation of its mission. Managed by its sole owner since then and reaching approximately 1 million outgoing calls a year, CallCenter has been growing steadily for about 10 years. The firm has now forty-five employees, mainly marketing agents, but also several supervisors, operations manager, IT manager as well as a technician analyst who combines IT and administration tasks.
Because of the long-standing business agreements dating back to the company inception, the shift from an educational training context to a private commercial research and marketing services (i.e. opinion polls, satisfaction measurement surveys and market studies) through telephone and web platforms has been completed in 2008.
Since then and following major competitive and technological changes in this field of activities [44] , the firm opened out its expertise in design and development of marketing analytical tools. This important shift was done by using an interactive voice response (IVR) platform which purpose is to allow fully automated communications, such as the confirmation of a delivery or circulation of largescale information provided by a public organization. Requiring an extensive knowledge-sharing across the organization as well as with its clients and other partners [45] , IVR services were based on large volumes of data as well as automated and custommade application solutions.
Since 2010, there has been an increasing demand for those high-value services by companies in different sectors, such as banking, insurances, transport, and retail businesses. Moreover, because of the knowledge integration as well as the sophisticated architecture they require, these services also possessed a greater strategic value for all the involved partners [44] .
In 2012, the revenues of CallCenter approached 3 million dollars, 70% of which came from its province clients. Combined with all of the above events, this meant that CallCenter was in need of a reorganization of its activities, including managerial, technological as well as relational structures.
In this regard, in the 2000s, ISSupplier has started to develop and support a set of survey software solutions for data collection in different languages, through different modes (phone, web, mobile, and interactive). As of January 2016, the company has offices in North America, Europe, and Australia and sells worldwide to over 500 companies. CallCenter's competitive environment is thus almost exclusively composed of large companies going thought major changes such as an increasing use of IT and other specialized software applications as well as the merging of different areas of intervention formerly independent (inbound / outbound call centers, web / phone survey services) [44] .
Because of its size and language service distinction, CallCenter has always been considered as "a small player in the major leagues". However, far from being a disadvantage, these characteristics are rather strategic factors of distinction in a business niche as mentioned by CallCenter's owner:
"What makes our reputation is the speed with which we react, our facility to implement a project quickly."
With regard to the IOR process and in order to fulfill the stated strategic intent of "maximizing the use of our resources, human as well as technological", all of the above emphasize the importance for CallCenter of developing a set of asset orchestration mechanisms such as allocating, structuring and coordinating resources.
Case analysis
Allocating resources
Initially motivated by economic considerations and the willingness to use the most common systems and technologies in the occupied market, the relationships between CallCenter and ISSupplier were first established based on technical grounds. In other words, until 2008, CallCenter maintained "activity-domain-based" relations with its systems supplier, within which it adopted, abandoned or modified its technology infrastructure at the whim of new versions and features offered by ISSupplier who sold the same products to all its other clients.
With a growing use of IT and the emergence of other specialized software applications, the needs for a greater management of the organizational assets was experienced by the entire business ecosystem [45] . Therefore, the shift toward more sophisticated services such as IVR somehow represented a milestone for CallCenter as well as for ISSupplier. Both firms were facing the need of a better orchestration of their respective organizational knowledge assets related to the IT artefacts as well as to the increasing outsourced activities within their industry. In this regard, CallCenter's owner was clear about the resources allocation he had to manage:
" According to the specific operational requirements in this field of activity [44] , the mechanisms for resources allocation were also affected by higher IT investments as well as the implementation of security and control devices, in close collaboration with a third party specialized partner. Owning its technological infrastructure, CallCenter's hardware and software resources were updated as necessary and not based on a planned renewal schedule. For the owner, those resources as well as the knowledge that came from their increased use have enabled the firm "to detect opportunities and unaddressed needs." According to Gilbert (2005) , adequate resources allocation mechanism is a mean to overcome organizational inertia. This has been avoided thanks to the efforts that were put in place by CallCenter and ISSupplier.
Structuring resources
Starting with an evident bundle of shared IT artefacts acquired in a dominant transactional objective, the IOR process between CallCenter and ISSupplier began its evolution towards a more relational perspective in 2010 [15] . This change was needed when Web survey applications started to become the preferred choice compared to phonebased survey services. This type of relationships is the first step in a collaboration that is going deeper than geographical or technological proximity [4, 46] . In this regard, the growing collaboration that characterizes the relationship with ISSupplier is based on what is called 'organizational proximity' [47] , and could not emerge without a similar business understanding and a shared vision about the quality of products and services that the two partners wanted to sell in a highly competitive and changing industry.
Our data analysis indicates also the presence of a structuring resources mechanism. Since 2011, CallCenter engaged in constant technological experimentation to combine and enhance its IT tools. Thus, the IT personnel transformed existing technological resources in a mode of creative and concrete learning-by-doing activities. The IT manager confirmed this situation:
" 
From surface structures to deep structures
Our study covered a period of 12 years (1999-2012), during which CallCenter and ISSupplier found common ground in terms of vision and IT-artefacts (surface structures) as well as processes and practices (deep structures). Representing milestones in the firm development and future success, the cumulative asset orchestration mechanisms at work between the two firms emphasize that to maintain their successful relationship, both partners must respectively allocate, structure and coordinate their resources [20, 40] . This also means that when they were collaborating, CallCenter and ISSupplier were able to contribute to fostering systemic innovation that benefited the entire business ecosystem [19] .
Thus, our data analysis revealed that the two partners developed specific competencies [3] based on shared knowledge and practices [6, 14] . Anchored in relational and social structures, our case also illustrates how these firms mitigated the environmental change by developing co-specialized and complementary assets through a set of mechanisms [19] that allowed to create a jointly profit [3, 28] . The data analysis suggests that in order to ensure the success of IOR, allocating and structuring resources mechanisms have to go beyond a simple explorative R&D alliance [1] .
Conclusion and contributions
The main contribution of a mechanism-based theorizing is to provide concrete tools for explanation [4] . In this regard, our single case study provides promising avenues concerning the role of a set of mechanisms that is required to orchestrate resources that led to specialized co-firm processes and practices [19, 20] . The literature suggests that IORs are a complex process, because "structures, processes, and participants serve to influence and shape the various forms of governance in interorganizational relationships" [32] (p. 4). Yet, although research stresses the importance of the social challenges related to the IOR process [11] , there is a paucity of studies that have examined the specific orchestration mechanisms in an alignment perspective of IT strategies, artefacts as well as processes achieved between different business partners.
We have focused on the relationship between the surface and deep structures of the IOR process by developing a conceptual framework based on the asset orchestration concept stemming from the extended-RBV perspective. The framework was used subsequently in an exploratory manner to analyze data from a case study. The results suggest that surface and deep structures are connected by three specific mechanisms (allocation, structuration, and coordination), which foster a better usage of each firm's resources as well as their shared resources.
Our exploratory study contributes in various ways. First, it adds to the body of literature on IOR by proposing a framework that provides a deeper understanding of a complex phenomenon, that is, the interorganizational relationships process. Second, while studies on strategic alliances became popular in recent years, surprisingly little is known about how social relationships and shared practices that emerge within these IOR and more importantly, how they affect the decisional process during an IOR. Our data analysis suggests that investigating the relationship between partners' shared vision and artefacts (surface structures) and shared processes and practices (deep structures) constitutes an important first step towards a better understanding of the IOR process. Third, our theorization work can be seen as a further encouragement to analyze emerging deep structures [18] with a process perspective [17, 34] , in different interorganizational collaborative arrangements within which proximity refers to the whole organization as well as to the technological dimension for all the involved partners [47] . Finally, our framework has the potential to provide a foundation for developing empirical analyses of better understanding of the key challenges related to the development, implementation and success of IORs supported by IT-based applications.
For practitioners, our framework sheds light on the IOR process efforts. Thus, organizational crossboundary collaboration involves the negotiation of multiple domains of knowledge by the members of each partner firm who usually have a limited understanding of domains besides their own-shared domain of knowledge. While there are certainly other topics that could enlighten our understanding of IOR, we believe that differences in understandings of others' practices may have a significant impact on the process of IOR as well as other processes such as strategic alignment and IT governance.
While rich in insights about the nature of the relationship between surface and deep structures, the data from this single case study provided a preliminary support for our theorization. However, this exercise gave us evidence that using our conceptual framework may allow us to illuminate a complex phenomenon.
Our work opens avenues for future research such as conducting in-depth IOR multiple case studies to determine the extent of our conceptual framework's explanatory power and add to it.
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